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 On the last day of  Frank’s life he woke up in a way that always 
scared him. His alarm clock went off  and before he opened his eyes his 
brain was already up and running. Frank went from being completely at rest, 
completely at peace, to being spun up as far as his body would allow.
 Frank looked at the clock, its glowing numerals reading five AM. 
He tried rolling over and going back to sleep, but his mind was running 
like a washing machine spinning an off  balance load. After forty minutes 
of  closed eyed frantic thought he felt something burbling to the top of  his 
unconsciousness. He waited patiently, and when the digital clock showed six 
AM, it came to him.
 Today was it.
 At the end of  the day he was going to sit down in his nearly empty 
apartment, put his .45 to his temple and pull the trigger. He knew this as 
surely as he knew that time would march on via the clock, as surely as he 
knew the sun would waltz its way up and then down the sky. It was a relief, 
really. Frank had known he was going to kill himself  for some time now, he 
just didn’t know when exactly. Now that he knew, he felt a lot better about 
life in general, and with a skip in his step he got in the shower, shaved, and 
brushed his teeth.
 The sun streaming through the slats of  the blinds and striped his 
face. His body glistened as he diligently scrubbed his teeth. He stared at his 
reflection as he thought about how he had always known he would use his 
.45 to evacuate his brains from his skull. He loved that gun, a .45 Smith & 
Wesson. There was no safety on the firearm and a small peep hole on top of  
the chamber so one could see if  a round was inserted; there was no way to 
fuck it up. It was as simple as point and squeeze.
 Frank finished brushing his teeth, tapped the water off  of  his tooth 
brush and got dressed for school. He threw on his cut off  camo shorts that 
he wore almost every day when weather allowed and his shirt with Obama on 
it sporting a doo-rag that you see gang bangers wearing in movies while a tear 
rolled down one of  his cheeks.
 He sat for a second on his love seat and loaded a bowl into a glass 
pipe and hit it with some flame as he gently inhaled. I’m smoking a bowl on 
the last day of  my life; this is fucking heavy. The thought drifted to him as 
if  from a world just seconds behind him. Frank could feel his mind finally 
slowing down to the point where it didn’t feel any more like a piston was 
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going to shoot out the top of  his skull.
 Hell, maybe it won’t be such a bad day today, Frank thought to 
himself, I mean, after all, it is the last one.
 With that he got on his bike and rode to his last day of  college 
ever. Frank was pretty sure there was no school in the afterlife; it seemed 
something silly enough that only mortals would waste their time on. Only the 
living, with so much to do, would sit in classes and look at each other instead 
of  learning through experience.
 The day wore on, and his thoughts slowly became less tangible. Frank 
wasn’t like everyone else in some respects, and this was because there is a 
disregard for death that the military reinforces that most civilians have a hard 
time understanding. The nihilistic culture of  the Marine Corps jeers at the 
thought of  the “end.” “Death smiles at all men; Marines smile back,” the 
saying goes. The Corps isn’t interested in what you think of  the afterlife, and 
doesn’t have any qualms about making that obvious. The Corps offers the 
same cynical smile to Wiccans as it does to the Judeo-Christians. The Corp 
would rather you “kill’em all and have God sort them out.” The Corps makes 
you shout “kill” hundreds of  times a day, the corps has you scream “Kill, kill, 
kill’em all,” and like it, before you are able to eat chow. The Corps is in the 
business of  death, because blood makes the grass grow, as every boot Marine 
knows. When the time comes to snuff  out lives, Marines are all be expected 
to do what’s painted on the steps of  the Schools of  Infantry Frank had 
graduated from: Kill absolutely everything you see.
 So death wasn’t something that was a foreign idea to Frank. The 
concept had been with him for years. Not in the negative way that western 
civilization had made out the cowled, scythe welding figure to be. It wasn’t 
anything that even had a name. It was there though, as unspoken as it was 
certain.
 While overseas Frank had played the ritual-like games with the men 
around him. Take your pistol, put it to your head, pull the trigger. Take your 
rifle, aim it at your friend, pull the trigger. Wake up someone up to the snub 
nose of  your 9 millimeter, drop the hammer as you stare in their eyes.
 “Lucky there wasn’t a live round in the chamber. I didn’t check,” was 
sometimes be heard.
 Yet the machismo was something with which Frank didn’t identify. 
For him it was just rehearsal. Coming close to doing it without doing it; so 
close to doing yourself  or your friend that it raised the hair on his neck. 
Frank was “one mind, any weapon.” It had worked on Frank the way it had 
worked on every other Marine to some extent, that thing that makes the 
Corps an instrument of  destruction. To Frank the weapons weren’t any more 
than tools, the violence nothing more than application of  self, and he was 
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death. It wasn’t a belief  or anything. It was a slow realization, like a time-
lapsed epiphany.
 When Frank thought about ending his own life he didn’t think of  
violence. To him it was as simple as raising his hands to his face and pulling 
his fingers down over his eyes to close them. He would disappear himself  
like creating a shadow when he turned on the lights. There was no drama, 
there was no foreplay of  readying plans or laying out devices. To Frank it 
was as simple as the catch phrases he had been taught. It was just “smoking” 
yourself, and like smoke you would be there one moment and gone forever 
the next. As simple as hocus pocus he could wave his hand in the mirror 
and nothing would wave back. He would go “bye-bye.” The same semantics 
that had been ingrained in Frank’s mind that made death so much less than 
terrifying took away all of  its grandeur.
 So when Frank got home from a long day and wasn’t into the idea 
anymore, it was just that simple. It didn’t cross his mind that the morning’s 
thoughts were disturbing. Frank showered and went to bed exhausted. It was 
easier to think of  the next day as something that would be better than think 
of  it as something that would be worse; he settled with thinking tomorrow 
was something that was just going to happen and fell asleep.
 Sometimes things didn’t seem so bleak and he would cheer up for a 
little bit. His life wasn’t bad, and he knew it. Frank had a big smile that lit his 
face up, something that made other people light up when they saw it. Most 
people just remembered his smile, and didn’t think about how there had to 
be a great darkness to contrast the flash of  joy.
 Frank got really down on himself  sometimes though, and he wasn’t 
ever really sure why. When he first rotated back from Iraq it was all just 
feelings. He felt lost, alone, out of  touch, but he was so happy to be back 
it didn’t matter. When his girlfriend that had left him while he was in Iraq 
left him again for drinking too much and being a wreck, it didn’t register as 
it should have. He thought he was better off  and completely lost the plot 
of  what was going on around him at the time. It was popular in the drug 
scene to ingest ecstasy and rave, and the raving helped a little bit. After a few 
months of  doing it at least once a week it dawned on him that he should 
stop.
 Chronic raving, if  you can call it that, was just one phase of  drugs 
that he drifted in and out of. Lately he had come as close to being actually 
clean by choice since he was fourteen years old. He had been hitting the 
gym hard, and the need to see gains had forced him out of  the bars. He 
was still smoking weed, but it was marginal. His negative thoughts were 
something that had been there the whole time, slowly swirling around him. 
The substances had kept them tamped down, but now here they were. Here 
to stay, and it appeared his greatest battle would be with himself.
 Sometimes at night he would sit very still and wait for them. Ignoring 
phone calls and texts to go out he would try to build a fortress around his 
mind. If  things were placid, that is, if  he couldn’t sense the thoughts, the 
construction of  the ballasts in his mind were slow and methodical, with 
much chest thumping. Things like, “PMA!” “Be the impact you want to 
see in the world,” “seek nothing outside of  yourself, ” “build a fortress” 
were revisited again and again in his mind. Often times he would scribble 
snippets of  text, sometimes with shaking hands, on post-it notes and put 
them on mirrors. It was something he had started doing when he first got 
back from Iraq. The first note that went up when it started again read “All 
right motherfucker, you are writing yourself  notes again. Figure out where 
that leaves you and go from there.” Slowly the mirror filled up, but this time, 
unlike the last, some of  the notes were starkly negative; “People will let you 
down,” and “You’re not going to make it,” stuck to the mirror.
 When things were bad, Frank cut the bullshit. Whatever defenses he 
had managed to construct would be swept away in a second, and he knew it. 
Sometimes he could feel them go slowly, almost with a sigh. Other times his 
mind would shake as if  sappers were hitting the weak points in the structure 
of  his mind. But then, eventually there was always a sense of  calm. There 
was always a period where he would say, “You are ok. This too shall pass.”
 But these thoughts wouldn’t pass.
 “You are a failure,” Frank would think to himself. The thought would 
hang in his mind for a second and fade away, only to be replaced by, “You 
will never amount to anything.”
 Once they began to descend on him he never resisted. It was useless 
to try. The best thing Frank could do was go to sleep, or get high, but those 
weren’t fool proof  escape and evade plans. Sometimes he was at his own 
mercy. When he was stuck things would get really rough.
 He knew that he was a failure and a fake. He knew it like he knew 
the sun would rise the next day. He had been fooling everyone the entire 
time. He wasn’t strong. His squad knew he wasn’t strong, they had seen him 
break down and cry, but there was no squad anymore. Some things only exist 
for a brief  time in horrible places, and the squad was one of  those things. 
The squad couldn’t help him, and there was no gear in his apartment to call 
in reinforcements. Every time he would try to brace himself  against the 
maelstrom of  doubt, Frank felt swept away.
 He thought it would be nice to disappear. No one would really care 
that much. His parents would cry for a little bit but then tell each other 
that he had been troubled for a long time, they had always seen it. His little 
brother would be crushed. Whenever they talked Frank could tell that he 
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was immortal in his little brother’s eyes. His sister would cry, and his friends 
would talk about it over drinks, word would float around about it for a bit in 
Des Moines, and then he’d be forgotten.
 All that could really expected from people was a brief  pause, the 
utterance of  the words, “That’s fucked up,” and maybe a prayer whispered to 
some god that had left them to wonder if  he was real or not.
 Frank knew this from his time in the Corps. Countless times he’d 
watched husbands cheat on wives, heard guys break down as they told stories 
of  coming home to find their spouse getting banged by their cousin or 
brother or father. He had watched friends hear the news of  the passing of  
squad mates with no reaction at all, and he knew it was like that everywhere. 
People could fuck around and talk about deep emotional feelings all they 
wanted, but most people didn’t have the courage to stand up for themselves, 
much less make the stand for someone else. Stand up for someone else’s 
memory? Forget about it.
 Thinking about offing himself  was like toying with a loose tooth. 
He always saw himself  at the antique table that his dad had restored, with 
a bottle of  booze next to a will and his 9 millimeter—he had sold the .45 
and missed it dearly. He wasn’t sure if  he’d write a suicide note or not. He 
sat there and emotionally masturbated about how things were fucked up 
and he was fucked up and he didn’t want to be here anymore and would act 
accordingly. What was he supposed to write, anyway?
 “Hey everyone, I couldn’t think of  a better way to go out at the 
age of  24 than putting a little piece of  metal through my head. The reason 
I didn’t ask anyone of  you for help is that most of  you are fucked up in a 
completely different way than me with your god, your rules, and all of  the 
bullshit you think is important and isn’t, and quite frankly talking to you 
about anything made me want to kill myself  even more than usual. Fuck all 
of  you.”
 Frank tried really hard to count out, on just the fingers of  one hand 
the people that he would actually, no shit, owe an explanation to if  he finally 
let go of  the little ledge of  life. He always stopped giving a fuck after three 
people jumped to mind. If  he ended up going out like a retired cop he’d 
throw up the old Disney image of  the curtains closing with the words “That’s 
all folks” as his profile picture on his social networking pages. Everyone who 
got it could crack a smile and the people who didn’t could wonder.
 The dreams weren’t helping the situation. He hadn’t realized at first, 
but when sleep started to fail him, he was really in trouble. Ever since he 
had come back home he had nightmares about the Corps. He rarely, if  ever, 
dreamed about anything else. The bad dreams weren’t every night. Most 
nights there were no dreams at all. He had begun to count this as a blessing 
and a curse; if  there were no dreams there were no nightmares, but he really 
missed dreaming about other things.
 One night years prior while sleeping in bed with his girlfriend, Frank 
found himself  terrified. He had no idea what he was so scared of  but he 
was sure that his life is was in immediate mortal danger. Frank’s body began 
to shake, as if  he were having some kind of  seizure. This happened to him 
sometimes, when he tried to wake himself  from a particularly bad dream. In 
the middle of  the darkness, with his body shaking like a leaf, Frank heard a 
voice.
 “Go for the gun! Go for the gun!”
 The voice came from nowhere and everywhere at the same time. 
It wasn’t a loud voice, it just seemed to be in everything, so that he could 
almost taste it. Frank’s body shook harder as he tried to will himself  to reach 
out and snatch the pistol he kept tucked under his night stand.
 “Are you ok?” she asked.
 Frank sat up in bed in a cold sweat, rubbed his face with the palms of  
his hands. He couldn’t stop breathing heavily and his heart was beating like a 
war drum in his chest.
 “Are you ok, Frank?” she asked again. The concern in her voice made 
him look into her wide eyes.
 “Ya, I’m ok, baby. I just, uh, I have these nightmares sometimes. It’s 
no big deal,” Frank said.
 For a second he tried to cuddle with her, but then gave up and 
rolled over on his back to stare at the ceiling. He stared for a long time and 
eventually drifted away. She didn’t roll over to put her head on his chest, even 
though he got the feeling she was awake long after he went to sleep.
 That’s how the dreams were sometimes, so real that they affected 
his waking life. His responses were: ignore them, get up and run five miles, 
get high or drunk. Until recently. He had decided to call the Veterans Affairs 
Clinic for help. Frank had become increasingly anxious. He would fixate on 
something and think about it again and again. This anxiety oftentimes led to 
the bad ideas. Frank realized he first remembered the extreme anxiety when 
he got back from Iraq, but he never realized that it was an issue until now; 
until it began tormenting him. Looking back, Frank smiled and shook his 
head and wondered how he hadn’t seen the problems sooner.
 He finally gave himself  a week to “get better” before he was going to 
call the Veterans Affairs Clinic and tell them that he needed help with PTSD. 
After spending a good amount of  time on the internet reading reports 
and studies of  how soldiers and Marines reacted to coming home, he had 
come to terms with the stark reality that there was a pretty good chance he 
had PTSD, and if  he didn’t do something about it he might end up offing 
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himself. He made it all the way to Wednesday of  that week before he found 
himself  listening to ringing as he waited for the receptionist to pick up.
 “Hello this is the VA office,” came a voice that sounded ready to have 
the call over as quickly as possible.
 “Hello, I am a veteran of  Operation Iraqi Freedom and I think I have 
some form of  PTSD,” Frank said. It felt strange to hear the words coming 
from his own mouth. The whole thing felt strange.
 After the receptionist questioned him for a little bit about what he 
would like to do about it, if  he would be comfortable coming in or not, 
Frank cut the conversation short.
 “Listen, I’m calling you to tell you I need help. You have to tell me 
what to do. I’ve been trying to help myself  for years and can’t.”
 The receptionist said that there would be someone contacting him 
soon about further evaluation and treatment and the call ended.
 After the fact, Frank had mixed feelings about asking for help. 
The biggest thing that loomed in his mind was that he wouldn’t be able 
to outright say that he was thinking about killing himself. That kind of  
thought process was a no fly zone as far as many health care providers were 
concerned. If  you said something stupid like, “I’m going to kill myself,” 
there was a really good chance that you made whoever heard it liable for 
your actions. Frank became more depressed as he thought about it, sitting 
at his apartment surfing the web. He was going to have to lie about why he 
was there. He couldn’t tell them, “Recently I’ve thought about killing myself  
about every day.” He wondered if  the mental health community was so used 
to young people seeking attention with suicide attempts that they wouldn’t 
realize that what he was really trying to do by telling them was attempting to 
not kill himself.
 When asked whether he was going to harm himself  or anyone else, 
the answer would have to be no. Frank had no intention of  harming anyone 
else, not in the slightest bit. But he was going to have to answer the question 
about self  harm with the same firmness. Frank was going to have to take 
off  his work boots, step into some ballerina slippers and tip toe through a 
minefield. If  he broke down sobbing in some feel-good session and carried 
on about how he had some dark thoughts in his head he imagined he would 
find himself  in restraints, being force fed medicine. The medicine, that was 
going to be another sticking point. Frank didn’t really plan on taking any 
medicine. Maybe, and only maybe, if  after he looked it up online and read 
about all of  the side-effects. Even then, though, the idea of  being physically 
dependent on something to make him tick right didn’t sound too appealing, 
even if  he had done the same thing with drugs and alcohol. Frank had a 
friend Ryan who had seizures if  he ran out of  Zanex; Frank had asked him 
about how the medicine made him feel and Ryan had said, “Numb.” There 
was a big part of  Frank that wanted to check out rather than have his soul go 
numb.
 The VA psychiatrist didn’t call Frank back for a few days. Life got 
busier, and swept him away from a situation that seemed less real by the 
minute. Frank gradually looked at the “emergency” as a nuisance, rather than 
anything that was pressing. He sought out old watering holes, decided that all 
that was needed was friends, alcohol, and nostalgia. The bar he ended up in 
was one he had worked at years ago. The people behind the bar were friends. 
Standing by himself, staring down into the frothy top of  his Guinness wasn’t 
nearly as lonely as it looked, or that’s what he told himself.
 Frank slowly lost count of  the times the froth in his glass slowly went 
to the bottom, only rise to the top again. Frank didn’t really look around at 
anyone, and let the pulsing music overwhelm everything else so that people 
seemed to walk around shaking their heads, laughing, and smiling like a 
television show with the volume muted. He drank, amongst a sea of  silent 
strangers. The glass was never empty, and it was never half  full; it was always 
halfway to another glass. The giant plasma TVs and flashing lights made it 
hard for him to see, which he appreciated; with the loud music, lights and 
booze it was like being in a sensory deprivation chamber that numbed his 
feelings.
 It all seemed so futile. The world turned, people did what they did, he 
did what he did. Frank thought about the way there should always be some 
silver lining in the clouds and then clear skies, or something like that anyway. 
But he knew there was always going to be another storm. The peace was just 
the pause between them. Eventually things would align again--the chemicals 
in his head, the situation in his life, his overall mood--and he would go into 
a quick graveyard spiral of  depression and kill himself. The storm would 
descend so suddenly that he wouldn’t have time to call someone and listen 
to their voicemail even though they promised they would answer. It would 
simply hit him and he would be blown away.
 The bar closed and the crowd shuffled out. Frank stayed where he 
stood, looking down into his drink as if  expecting to find some answer at the 
bottom of  his glass. The bouncers were waved off  by the staff  as they came 
by him, hollering at people to leave. The music died, the lights came on, and 
Frank was still standing by himself.
 “Yo, Frank, talk to Chris. He’s got some stuff  going on,” a voice 
came from behind the bar. Seth, a friend of  Frank’s, was busy washing 
glasses.
 “What’s up man,” Frank said as he and Chris made themselves 
comfortable leaning up against a wall as they started to talk. “You got 
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problems? Girls I bet.”
 “No, it’s a little more serious than that,” Chris said. The hesitation on 
his face was something Frank found disconcerting. He and Chris had never 
been close, and if  he was hesitating that meant he had some issue deeper 
than some girl who was yanking his chain. “My dad is terminally ill.”
 Frank’s eyes snapped up to stare into Chris’s, but found them to be as 
lifeless as fish eyes. “I haven’t told anyone else this, but I found out yesterday 
that something bad is happening and he has even less time than before. He’s 
only got a couple of  months left.”
 The room spun a little bit as Chris went on to talk about how he 
was trying to spend as much time with his father as possible, but it was hard. 
Frank looked around trying to get his bearings on the moving room. He 
didn’t think he was that drunk. The look on Chris’s face kept making Frank 
want to cry, until tears welled up in his eyes. Frank mumbled some things 
that he wouldn’t recall later. He was too drunk to really hit any good points 
in conversation. Words about brotherhood mumbled with enough conviction 
eventually got Chris to look less miserable, which in turn made Frank feel a 
little better then.
 Frank made a hasty exit from the empty bar; as he walked toward his 
car he took in the downtown lights as they gave off  glowing halos in the fine 
mist that was coming down. The sun would be up in a few short hours to 
rescue the efforts of  these lonely lights to hold back the dark. The problem 
for Frank was that his darkness felt like looking down into an endless well. It 
was night that kept coming back around, and each time snuffed out all light 
forever.
 Frank knew that his greatest battle was with himself, he just wasn’t 
sure how to get there, or which side he was even on.
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